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Abstract 
The primary school dropout issue has been the major issue in Laos as shown in the low survival rate at the primary school level. 
It stayed slightly above 50% from 2000 to 2007 and only reached 67% in 2008. To address the problem, in 2009 the Ministry of 
Education introduced a “Progressive Promotion” Policy to allow students to proceed to higher grades automatically. Initially the 
survival rate increased from 67% (2008) to 85% (2009) but later fell to 70% (2012). One finding shows that approximately 80% 
of the dropouts return to school (the returnees) but are placed in more advanced classes, thanks to this policy. However, the 
returnees fail to catch up with the lesson and are discouraged to stay on at school, finally these students quit for the second time 
and this time they are not coming back again. This paper concludes that the progressive promotion has damaged the interaction of 
students in education and the school system credibility.  
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1. Introduction  
 
Laos’ primary education is facing many issues in its educational development despite widening the accessibility 
of the schools and increasing the number of the teachers. One of the issues is the high rate of primary school’s 
dropouts. According to the Lao Educational Statistics and Information Technology Centre (LES-ITC), despite the 
improvement of the primary school enrolment rate in Laos from 62% in 1992 to 68% in 2000, not every student can 
make it to the graduation, dropout rate was 14.5%(1992) and 13%(2000) and the school survival rate until Grade 5† 
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has also shown little progress—47.7% in 1992 and 50% in 2000. According to the cohort study‡ conducted by the 
Ministry of Education and Sports of Laos (MOES) during 1998-2003, there were approximately 280,000 students 
enrolled in Grade 1 in 1998, however only 110,000 stayed until Grade 5 in 2003 (Figure 1). As compared to the 
countries in the same region, Laos had the lowest primary school graduation rate among ASEAN countries (Brock 
and Symaco, 2011).  
          
                   
Figure 1: Enrolled students in primary Grade 1 to tertiary level, 1998-2010. 
 
In 2000, as part of promoting the primary education, the MOES committed to achieving “Millennium 
Development Goal 2” (MDG2) otherwise known as “Universal Primary Education”, which aims to achieve three 
specific indicators (United Nation, 2008). First, to increase primary Net Enrolment Rate (NER) to 95%; second, to 
bring survival rate for Grade 5 to 95%; and third to achieve 75% Gross Enrolment Rate (GER) for lower secondary 
school§. With respect to the progress on achieving MDG2 (MOES, 2012), Lao primary NER has shown a steady 
improvement from 68% in 2000 to 78% in 2003, and in 2012 the rate was beyond the target—99%. When 
examining the performance of the second indicator (primary survival rate), there was also an increase: 50% in 2000 
to 62% in 2002 and to 70% in 2012. Despite the improvement, it still falls short when compared to the target rate of 
95%. This has a direct effect on the third indicator, GER for lower secondary school. The indicator will not achieve 
the desired 75 percentile if the survival rate for Grade 5 is not improved. Therefore, improving the primary dropouts 
to increase the survival rate appear to be the great challenges for Lao educational sector.  
 
1.1. Progressive Promotion  
 
In order to improve the situation, the MOES introduced the “Progressive Promotion Policy” (PPP) in 2009 
(MOES, 2009). The policy is designed to allow students to advance to the next grade without the final exam**. It is 
originally adopted from Cambodia (MOES, 2008), where survival rate has shown a significant improvement from 
47.2% in 2000 to 79.6% in 2008. As stated in the 1999 evaluation report of UNICEF and the Ministry of Education, 
Youth and Sports of Cambodia, the rationale behind implementing the PPP was that due to the students’ attendance 
and behaviour often are ignored by the instructors, who are the primary promotional decision makers at schools, the 
students with passing marks sometimes repeat the same grades. This revealed a startling level of added costs to 
stakeholders, especially the governments and the children’s households. Based on the 1999 Cambodian education 
report, added costs were estimated to exceed 40,000,000 USD in one academic year alone, making the cost control a 
major priority for the government.  
Similar to Cambodia, Laos also had trouble with high repetition rate, particularly in Grade 1 where up to a third 
of classes were repeating students. It was not uncommon for a large number of children to spend up to nine years 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
† Survival rate to grade 5 is grade 1 enrolees who stay at school until grade 5. Grade 5 is the last year of primary school in Laos. 
‡ Cohort study by MOES contains the calculation of number of the same group of students who enrolled in grade 1 until grade 5. 
§ Lower secondary school in Laos starts from Grade 6 until Grade 12 (11 to 17 years old). 
* *  Final exam used to be the key to evaluate whether students could move up to the next grade or not 
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(instead of the usual five) to complete their primary schooling, meaning that a large number of students did not 
advance with their age-cohort (UNESCO, 2005). It was well documented that the government needed to allocate 
budget allowances not only for the new enrolees but also for the repeaters. In 2009, an advisory team for MOES 
introduced PPP to ensure students finish their primary education within 5 years as well as to reduce budget costs and 
as a mean to encourage students to stay until their school completion (MOES, 2009). To offset the concerns of 
students performance in more advanced classes, the ‘remedial classes’ were established as a tool to support the 
students to catch up with the lesson during the vacation period†† 
 After initial implementation, data from the LES-ITC has shown that first, the survival rate improved from 67% 
in 2008 to 85% in 2009 and stayed higher more than 80% for two years; however, it began falling down after 2011 
(76%) and returned to the pre-policy level, 70% in 2012; (as shown in Figure 2). In other words, despite being 
progressively promoted, student survival rate for Grade 5 has been decreasing. This illustrates a failure to achieve 
the target goal. Despite the elimination of school repetition, school dropout remains an issue affecting primary 
school survival rate in Laos. 
                          
                       
Figure 2: Survival Rate to grade 5 from 1992 to 2012 
 
1.2. Problem Statement 
 
Despite the common understanding of the value of education (e.g. securing skilled work in the future) (Todaro 
and Smith, 2004) among interviewed parents, all still let their children quit school, either for a short while or for 
good. Promoting primary education is one of the greatest challenges for the Lao government, hence the PPP was 
introduced as a critical solution to the problem. What remains puzzling is that the improvement was seen only in the 
first year, and then followed by a steady decline in the following years. For that reason, the research aims at 
uncovering neglected issues regarding the dropout issue, in order to provide new insights to the policy making 
process in solving the dropout issue in Lao PDR. 
 
2. Research  
 
2.1. Objective and Rationale  
 
There are two main objectives for the research. One is to explore the reasons of the low survival rate by 
examining how the key actors in this task (children, their parents, educators from local and central governments) 
perceive the role of education in their daily context. The other is to re-examine the role of school, more specifically 
on PPP, in local communities in order to identify the unmet needs that prevent students to stay on at school. 
The research has a great significance in making the local people’s voices heard to narrow the gap between the 
local people and the central educational authorities; regarding the children’s schooling problem and the effects of the 
newly adopted PPP. Education in practice must be contextually defined (reflecting on the daily life of the local 
 
 
†† Lao academic year starts from September to May. And the vacation period is from June to August.  
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people) if it can achieve its stated goals such as raising the survival rate through PPP. Thus the research is an 
exploration into the conditions where the formal education – through schooling – gains a strong footing among the 
communities. 
 
2.2. Research Background, Pak Ngum 
 
The Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) or Laos is a land-locked country located in Southeast Asia 
with the population of 6.5 million people. It has a total land area of 236,800 km2, of which 70% is mountainous 
(Pholsena and Banoyong, 2006). Historically, Laos has gone through many changes (Stuart Fox, 1997). From 1893 
to 1954, the country was under French colonial rule. After receiving independence from France in 1954, the country 
fell into civil war until 1975 when full independence was established (Grant Evans, 2002). Laos prescribed a 
socialist system to manage national policy (Charles and Joiner, 1987) and a centralized command economy was 
adopted until 1986, when the economic system was shifted to a market-oriented model (Mya and Joseph, 1997: 
Pradumna B. Rana and Naved Hamid, 1996). This unstable political background left Laos a mountain of challenges 
to develop the country. Currently, Laos is still considered as one of the least developed countries, with 75% of the 
population in agriculture, 73% living under $2 a day, in addition to the HDI rank of 139/169 (2014). Therefore, 
Laos needs to improve the education, as it is a mean to improve the country’s economic and other performances. For 
Laos, the dropout issue represents the difficulty that its educational system faces.  
 The research was conducted for three years in one area, Pak Ngum. The area is located in Vientiane, 60 Km 
from the city centre, sharing border with Thailand across the Mekong river with the population of 50.169 people. 
The economy was primarily based on agriculture and became a little more vibrant with the open border with 
Thailand in 1994. With an open port, people of the two nations could commute from one country to another, 
exchanging goods, services and information. Moreover, job opportunities in Thailand are perceived as attractive 
options due to the limited number of job opportunities and low wages in Pak Ngum. Lao and Thai languages are 
syntactically similar facilitating easy communication between the two groups. More than half of the labourers in Pak 
Ngum choose to cross the river dividing the two countries—a journey that takes less than ten minutes (Pak Ngum 
District Office, 2011). In Pak Ngum, despites the high primary school enrolment rate, the dropout rate is also high, 
99.1% (2012) enrolment rate and 6.6% (2012) dropout rate, which is the highest rate of dropout among districts in 
Vientiane (Table 1). Additionally, survival rate to grade 5 is as low as 65% in 2012. 
 
Table 1: Primary school dropout rate in each district in Vientiane in 2010-2011 
Districts in Vientiane Primary dropout rate Districts in Vientiane Primary dropout rate 
1. Chanthabury 
2. Sikodtabong 
3. Saysetha 
4. Sisattanak 
1.3 
1.8 
2.1 
1.2 
 
5. Nasaithong 
6. Saythany 
7. Haisaifong 
8. Sangthong 
9. Pak Ngum 
4.3 
4.6 
5.1 
6.4 
6.6 
 
To examine the reasons of the poor educational performance in Pak Ngum, in-depth interviews were conducted 
with 130 informants in seven villages within Pak Ngum (Phao, Natarm, Nason, Nong Phouvieng, Park Khuang, Kok 
Sa and None Soung). These villages were selected for their records, which indicate of poor educational 
performance, a high rate of dropout. Nevertheless, the statistics reveal only part of the overall situation. Fieldwork 
visits conducted by this research discussed below examine the issue more in-depth. 
                     
2.4. Findings 
 
 The findings are based on five rounds of fieldwork (December 2011-December 2014), interviewing 60 
students, 20 parents, 20 teachers and 30 governmental officials. It was found during the fieldwork that there are four 
categories of students. The first group (G1) is defined as regular students, while G2 are students who occasionally 
quit school to work on their family’s farm. G3 are classified as dropout students, while G4 are dropout students who 
quit but resume school—“the returnees”.  
 The parents of G1 are considered middle to high-income families whose students attend school regularly and 
stay until graduation. G2 students’ family are typically famers. This group tends to quit school for one to two 
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months to assist their parents with harvesting or other duties, but return to school when they are not working. 
However, these students are not counted as dropouts, therefore dropout rate could be even higher. G3 students are 
from day labourers and high mobility families. When these students dropout, the majority become street vendors 
near the immigration point. Others work at factories nearby their communities. G4 are students whose parents are 
migrant workers. When these parents need to leave to work in Thailand, students are asked to follow them. In the 
case of Natarm Village, students who went with their parents were clustered in Grade 1 since they are too young to 
stay at home by themselves. G4 students stay away for one to two semesters and then return to the village and 
resume school after being away, the returnees. Surprisingly, this group of returnees has not been mentioned by any 
educational report before thereby rending them without planned assistance from school to support them. And among 
these 4 groups, G4 is my research targets (the returnees) because they are neglected, meanwhile their issues might 
be hidden as well. Additionally by understanding how the children decide to return to school is just as important as 
understanding how they decide to dropout in the first place as well as why they decide to quit again. 
 
2.4.1. Progressive Promotion in Pak Ngum 
 
  PPP allows students to advance to the next classes. There are no tests set at the end of the semester, nor are the 
results of chapter-end tests and marks obtained in the personal record taken into consideration. Hence, regardless of 
their performance, students can be moved to a higher grade. Students advancement is decided based on the age 
rather than academic performance. This has allowed weak performers in the G2 and especially amongst the 
returnees (G4) to advance further in the schooling system. The problem is more significant for the returnees, who 
have stayed away for a long time and return to school not remembering what they had learnt when they were at 
school. This is compounded when language instruction, Lao, is made difficult for them, who have become used to 
speaking Thai. Thus, they have to study unfamiliar subjects. As a result, their performance appears to be relatively 
poor.  
In reality, also, remedial classes during the vacation period (June, July and August) as a support for weak 
performers to catch up with the lessons are not operated. None of the 53 primary schools in Pak Ngum could 
provide the remedial classes during the vacation to support the students. In the case of Phao village, the lessons are 
provided during the academic year at the end of school periods. In some villages, such as Natarm and Nason, 
remedial classes are provided usually once a week. This is because teachers view remedial classes as an additional 
task, which they do not expect to perform without additional compensation. Thus, this forces students to study two 
different levels of lessons at the same time, with instructors who have limited time. Despite the poor performance of 
this group, all students are promoted to the higher grades. Therefore, achieving a high promotion rate risks the 
quality of education for the students, especially the group of the returnees.  
 
2.4.2. Returnees 
 
 The main reason of the drop in the survival rate that has been found during the research is that students have 
difficult time at the higher grades because they are not prepared to be upgraded and consequently not motivated to 
stay on at school. It is even worse for a group of dropout students who decides to return to school but is placed in 
higher grades despite the interval of their absence. Approximately 80% of the dropout students return to school 
again and are upgraded to higher class, thanks to this policy. But the real problem is they are the ones who have 
more difficulties in catching up with the classes. Therefore 60% of returnees quit school again. The most serious 
problem is that when they quit in the second time they do not return to school again. 
 
Reasons for Returnees to Resume School   
 Whenever returnees come home, they return to school. According to the interviews, this is because they want 
to have friends and the school is the only place where they can interact with other children. Another significant 
reason is that they want to study to gain knowledge that will allow them to have good jobs in the future to support 
their families. Despite this, the reason for these students to quit school in the beginning was to follow their parents to 
go to work elsewhere. Upon the return they resume their educational activities.  
 
Reasons for Returnees to Quit School Again 
Returnees who have lost study habits return to school without receiving support, and are placed in the classes 
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with more difficult material. Consequently, students have to struggle in these new classes by themselves with 
minimum help from teachers—not being able to compete with their classmates. Thus they find it very difficult to 
catch up with the class and do not enjoy going to school anymore. This directly discourages them to stay on at 
school and induces a second (usually permanent) dropout.  
 
Returnees Quit a Second Time, Never to Return 
 Being disappointed at the school, students who dropout the second time usually indicate a loss of motivation as 
the reason for quitting, due to the lack of support from teachers and the institution. Education as a tool to find a 
stable job and the ability to increase productivity are still seen as important, however that sort of education seems to 
be out of their reach. On the other hand opportunities outside of school such as paying jobs at factories nearby the 
village, or across the border for a higher wage in an urban environment serve as attractive alternatives to education, 
whose benefits are not immediately recognized. 
 
3. Conclusion 
 
 PPP, which was originated from an ‘Automatic Promotion’ in Cambodia has been considered the key to 
increase the survival rate in Lao PDR to expect to achieve the educational development goal. For local teachers PPP 
is a way to solve school problems including overage students, high repetition and high dropout rates. This will help 
to keep a high performance of the school. For parents the policy helps their kids graduate from primary school 
within 5 years. Moreover, the returnees can resume school without repeating the previous grade, thus they could 
finish school easily, in fewer school years. However, for students, to be placed in a class that does not correspond to 
their abilities, makes it harder for them to catch up the new lesson. What makes it worse is that the students receive 
minimum help from teachers.  
 Therefore, dropout problem cannot be solved simply by allowing the students to proceed automatically to 
higher grades. The idea borrowed from outside does not fit to the real situation because of the lack of understanding 
of the situation at local level. The policy pays attention more at the overall performance of school, not individuals 
and as a result instead of helping to reduce the rate of dropout it ends up urging the returnees to drop out from 
school again.  
 Moreover, PPP not only fails to help students learning, also damages the credibility of primary school system. 
A system encourages students to make less of an effort to study coursework, knowing that they will advance to the 
higher classes. At the same time, their parents find it easier to take their children in and out of school, which is 
resulted in irregular attendance and disruption for students and school system. For returnees, this is very 
discouraging them to stay on at school. Dropout becomes their only choice.  
References 
Amanda Seel. (2013). Mid Term Review (MTR) of the Education Sector Development Plan (ESDP) of Lao PDR. Vientiane, Laos: MOES. 
Brock, Symaco. (2011). Education in Southeast-East Asia. Symposium Book Ltd., United Kingdom. 
Charles, A. Joiner. (1987). Laos in 1986: Administrative and International Partially Adaptive Communism, Asian survey, Vol. 27, No.  California, 
United States of America: University of California Press. 
Committee for Planning and Investment (2010). Educational Sector Development Program 2010-2015 Report. MOES. Vientiane, Laos. 
Educational strategy research and analysis center, MOES. (2012). The challenges to achieving the millennium development goal 2 & 3: the rapid 
assessment of school dropouts, the distribution of textbooks and teachers’ guidelines primary education (In Lao). Vientiane, Laos: MOES. 
Grant Evans. (2002). A short story of Laos, the Land in between. Victoria, Australia. 
Human Development Sector Reports East Asia and the Pacific Region The World Bank. (2005). Schooling and Poverty in Lao PDR. 
IFC-World Bank Enterprises Surveys. (2009). International Labor Organization. (2010). Retrieved from: 
http://www.ilo.org/ipec/Informationresources/WCMS_202334/lang--en/index.htm 
Martin Stuart Fox. (1997). A history of Laos. Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press. 
Messerli et al. (2008), Socio-Economic Atlas of the Lao PDR. Vientiane, Laos. 
Mya Than and Joseph L. H Than. (1997). Laos’s Dilemmas and Option. Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore.  
Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports of Cambodia and Unicef, (1999). Evaluation Report. Retrieved from 
http://www.unicef.org/evaldatabase/index_14191.html  
Ministry of Education and Sport of Laos. (2009). Minister’s Instruction on Progressive Promotion, Vientiane, Laos 
Ministry of Education and Sport of Laos. (2012). Educational Annual Report. Vientiane, Laos: Pak Ngum Educational District Office. 
Ministry of Planning and Investment of Laos, (2010). The statistic, Statistic Department, Vientiane, Laos. 
Ministry of Planning and Investment of Laos, (2011). The seventh National Socio-Economic Development Plan 2011-2015. 
Ministry of Planning and Investment and UNDP. (2012). Employment and Livelihoods, The 4th National Human Development Report. Vientiane, 
2361 Gnangnouvong Itthida /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  197 ( 2015 )  2355 – 2361 
Laos  
Michael P. Todaro Stephan and C.Smith. (2004). Economic Development. United States. 
Pradumna B. Rana and Naved Hamid. (1996). From Centrally Planned To Market Economies: The Asian Approach: Volume 3 Lao PDR, 
Myanmar and Viet Nam. Hong Kong: Oxford University Press. 
Somlith B, Khamphao Phonekeo, Oudom Chaleunsin, Khammy Bouasengthong. (1996). “History of Lao Education”, Ministry of Education, 
Vientiane, Laos. 
Somkunh D. (2008). Educational Indicator Guideline. Ministry of Education and Sport of Laos. Vientiane, Laos. 
United Nation, (2008). The Millennium Development Goals report 2008. Retrieved from: 
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/2008highlevel/pdf/MDG_ Report_2008_Addendum.pdf 
United Nation, (2010). The Millennium Development Goals report 2010. Retrieved http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-
notes/LAO.pdf 
UNESCO (2005). Education For All, National Plan of Action 2003-2015. UNESCO Asia and Pacific Regional Bureau for Education. Bangkok, 
Thailand. 
Vatthana Pholsena and Ruth Banoyong. (2006). “Laos from buffer state to crossroads?” Mekong Press. Chiang Mai, Thailand. 
 
 
 
